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Pakistani stability and progress and to help Pakistan build on its successes against militant 

extremists within its borders.  

Recent US Aid Programs in Pakistan and Public Opinion 

This analysis has so far shown that there is indeed an intersection of US and Pakistan 

security objectives and that US aid towards these objectives it appropriate.  An argument has also 

been made that favorable Pakistani public opinion of the United States is an important link 

towards making the aid more effective.   The next logical step in the analysis is to consider the 

controlling factors in Pakistani public opinion of the United States, and how has aid affected this 

opinion in the past. 

One report (Wilder, 2008) 14 following the Pakistan earthquake disaster in 2005 which 

killed over 70,000 and left over 2.8 million homeless indicated that there was near unanimous 

sentiment by local population that the relief organizations responded for humanitarian reasons 

rather than to promote hidden political, cultural, or religious agendas.  There was also a strong 

perception that aid workers were generally culturally sensitive.  Thus Wilder concluded that the 

lack of association to hidden agendas coupled with cultural awareness contributes favorably to 

public opinion.  The Wilder study also concluded that “the feast or famine of (US) aid has 

undermined the effectiveness of US development assistance to Pakistan...and has also 

contributed to an image in Pakistan of the US as a ‘fair-weather friend’ whose aid programmes 

have much more to do with buying or renting influence, especially with the Pakistan military, 

and promoting US security interests, rather than helping Pakistanis.”  Thus Wilder is basically 

saying that a known link between development aid and US security interests can cause 

unfavorable opinion.  While this may be true, it lacks consideration of the fact that every 

country’s budget is finite, and the United States cannot endlessly provide aid.  US aid must be 
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tied to its security interests, and this aim should not be completely hidden.  However, perhaps 

there is a more subtle way to get the message across so as not to defeat the objective. 

 Another report (Guardian Development Network, 2010) 15 looked at Pakistan national 

public opinion and showed it doubled from 23 percent approval in May 2005 to 46 percent in 

November 2006 after the earthquake. Some media outlets headlined this effect as "Chinook 

diplomacy" and as one of the "most significant hearts and minds successes so far in the Muslim 

world."  However, the ratings shortly plummeted to 26 percent six months later.  The lesson 

drawn in this study was that humanitarian aid can improve US public opinion across Pakistan for 

a brief time, but those improvements might not be sustained.   

 An additional study (Das and Andrabi, 2010) 16 surveyed over 28,000 households to 

provide first hand research on the effect of foreign aid on public opinion after the 2005 Pakistan 

earthquake.  They concluded that even four years after the disaster the humanitarian assistance 

still left a positive imprint on local attitudes, and this opinion was strongest nearest to the fault 

line.  In other words, where the aid workers had been most involved in and around the people 

was where the positive image remained strongest despite concurrent negative reports of 

American in the media and with the overwhelming Pakistani opinion of Americans being 

negative. “The results provide a compelling case that trust in foreigners is malleable, responds to 

direct humanitarian actions by foreigners, and is not a deep-rooted function of local preferences.” 

The group noted that these results suggest that it was boots-on-the-ground rather than media 

images or financial aid to the government that mattered.  The study concluded that policy 

responses by foreign governments and actions taken by international NGOs can indeed win 

hearts and minds and rebuild trust between Pakistan and the West.  The group does acknowledge 

that their particular study does not answer whether or not this leads to greater support for US or 
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western policies in the region; rather it shows that “attitudes towards foreigners of people in the 

earthquake zone are not rooted in deeply held, difficult to move preferences.”17 

 Guardian Development Network (GDN) further counters the Das and Andrabi 

conclusions and this author tends to agree:  “While these findings are powerful, the weakness in 

the authors' conclusion is that trusting western people is not the same as trusting US policy and 

motives. A villager closest to the earthquake fault line might trust an American or Western relief 

worker who comes to his or her village, for instance, but may still vehemently object to US 

drone strikes and oppose military action in the Fata region. Yet the survey questions did not ask 

whether the villagers trusted American policy – an omission that significantly limits the policy 

implications of the study.” 18  GDN reiterates the opinion of Wilder that the deep-seated hostility 

towards Washington will not change if people suspect that humanitarian aid has a hidden agenda.  

Finally, GDN says “the only way for the US to win hearts and minds is to explicitly set out to 

make real, meaningful change in the welfare of Pakistani people, with clear objectives for results 

– and then to actually achieve it.”19 

 A broader study (Wike, 2012) 20 compared public opinion after natural disasters in Japan, 

Indonesia, and Pakistan from national level Pew Global Attitudes Project surveys.  In Japan, 

public opinion of the United States was already quite high at 66 percent favorable in 2010 but 

rose to 85 percent after the humanitarian aid response from their 2011 tsunami.  In Indonesia 

public opinion of the United States was quite high at 61 percent favorable, fell dramatically to 15 

percent in 2003 after the Iraq War, rose to 38 percent after tsunami assistance in late 2004, and 

rose even more to 63 percent in 2009 after President Obama took office (he lived in Jakarta for 

several years as a child).  In Pakistan, public opinion of the United States was a dismal 10 

percent favorable in 2002, rose to 27 percent favorable after the 2005 earthquake assistance, 
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slipped back down to 15 percent in 2007, and further to 11 percent in 2011 despite providing 

nearly $600 million in disaster relief following the summer 2010 floods that directly affected as 

many as 20 million Pakistanis (Figure 1). Surprisingly a subsequent Pew survey in May 2011 

found no significant change in overall ratings for the US (still grimly low however) after the Bin 

Laden raid.   

 

Figure 121 

 Wike concluded that there was no image bump in Pakistan following the 2010 flood 

assistance due to the fact that “distrust of American motives and opposition to key elements of 

US foreign policy may run too deep in Pakistan for humanitarian efforts to have a significant 

impact over the long term.  American anti-terrorism efforts are viewed with suspicion, the drone 

campaign and the war next door in Afghanistan are widely opposed, and while President Obama 

receives significantly higher ratings than his predecessor across much of the globe, this is not the 

case in Pakistan, where Obama gets essentially the same low marks assigned to former President 

George W. Bush during his tenure.” 22  The overall lesson from this study was that disaster relief 

efforts are more likely to have an effect on public attitudes in countries where there is at least a 
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reservoir of goodwill toward the United States.  It will be more difficult in nations such as 

Pakistan where counteracting issues and deeply held suspicions drive intense anti-Americanism.   

The studies above apply only to humanitarian aid – conditions involving disaster 

response and life or death situations.  As mentioned earlier humanitarian assistance has 

encompassed only about four percent of total US aid to Pakistan in the past 10 years.  No 

specific studies are available that surveyed Pakistani public opinion after single non-disaster 

related aid relief efforts or after certain military security assistance programs.  However, the Pew 

national surveys of Pakistani public opinion and lessons learned from the previous humanitarian 

examples do indicate opinion is malleable and do shed some light on a path that might lead to 

more aid effectiveness.    

Recommendations 

 A central theme revealed in the discussion above is that aid to Pakistan, Pakistani public 

opinion of the United States, and fighting terrorism are closely linked.  A weak area in one of the 

three arms will ultimately limit US progress towards it national security objectives.  The aid does 

indeed matter in the overall fight on terrorism.  However, the current aid program needs reforms 

and refocus.  Based on the preceding analysis as well as the author’s recent two-year experience 

working at the US Embassy Islamabad, five main recommendations are presented to improve 

Pakistani public opinion of the United States and to make the US aid program more effective.   

Continued High-Level Diplomatic Engagement to Communicate Partnership/Policy 

First and foremost, US senior leaders should continue diplomatic efforts to strengthen the 

relations between the two countries in light of recent negative events.  US diplomats should 

acknowledge that an India threat is Pakistan’s primary concern and encourage future India-

Pakistan dialogue.  US diplomats should send a message of co-investment when it comes to the 
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war on terror so as not to create Pakistan dependency on US aid.  One report (Epstein, Kronstadt 

2012) recommends aid reforms that would require Pakistani co-investment in all civilian aid 

projects except disaster relief, independent third parties for project evaluations, and partnering 

with local civil society organizations to improve indigenous citizen watchdog efforts through the 

life of a program.23 

In order for Pakistan public opinion about the United States to positively change, the 

major irritants about US policy must be publicly addressed.  The drone strike program is one 

such issue and probably a root cause of terrorism in the region.  At the very least on this issue, 

the United States and Pakistan should work to counter inaccurate media reports of collateral 

damage.  More than likely, however, this will require much additional messaging effort to 

assuage the Pakistan public that its government is not a US puppet and that it is fighting 

terrorism on its own behalf as well as for the international community.     

Strategic Communications to the Public to Positively Frame Policies and Aid Intent 

US aid should be applied in concert with strategic communications and diplomacy about 

US policy and intent in order to improve Pakistani public opinion and to ultimately be more 

effective.  “America’s sense of purpose with Pakistan and its deeds should be communicated, not 

only to leading English and Urdu media, but also to Punjabi, Sindhi, and Baluchi regional media 

and to the local press so that rural areas are informed where populations are literate and/or have 

some access to communication technology.”24 

The United States must publish timely messages relating to current military and political 

events and prompt disclosure of U.S. perspectives, thus responding to allegations more 

thoroughly and effectively. Negative media attacks must be offset by positive communications. 

Social media outlets can and must be utilized particularly to reach Pakistani youth.  Religious 
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leaders in Pakistan should be engaged to convey positive messages.  These figures who are 

highly respected can perhaps most successfully influence opinions and communicate messages in 

urban areas as well as deep into rural areas and to illiterate citizens alike. 

Some studies recommend branding aid items with a US logo to ensure the local 

population knows the source of the assistance.  However, in many cases the local workers have 

been against this idea due to security concerns.  If the US objective with the aid is to make the 

communities more stable, then a logo should not be necessary in all cases.  In fact it might prove 

more beneficial in some areas if the local people understood it was their own government 

supplying the aid, along with an understanding of Pakistan/US partnership in the overall goal of 

society improvement for the ultimate objective of fighting terrorism.  

Pick and Prioritize Sustainable, Meaningful Aid Projects 

The United States should invest in aid programs that can be sustained long term in 

priority areas that will truly make a difference in the Pakistani communities.  There should be 

less military aid; there should be more joint military efforts and or exercises stressing 

partnership.  There should be more development aid but with a coherent focus versus a 

smorgasbord approach; priorities should be set with Pakistan community leaders on what makes 

the most difference to communities.  One study (Cookman, Katulis, Wadhams 2011) concluded 

that the current aid program is “a mile wide and an inch deep” and that the United States needs to 

focus on “effectiveness and sustainability of assistance not speed of disbursal” (not including 

disaster response.)25  

Ensure Accountability in the Aid Process  

Once a strategic aid program is codified, actually getting the aid to where it needs to be 

while maintaining Pakistan government credibility also deserves much attention.  Accountability 
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for the aid is crucial.  Due to corruption or inefficiencies this has not always happened in the past 

and aid money or items may or may not have reached their intended target audience.  One report 

suggested that money be directed either to investment projects with US oversight, sent directly to 

private Pakistan contractors for infrastructure projects, or overseen by third-party international 

organizations. This report also indicated that there is currently a sense of skepticism in 

mainstream Pakistan about where US financial aid as well as aid from non-government 

organizations (NGOs) ultimately goes.26  There should be a public message of overall Pakistani 

control of the aid programs of course, but localized oversight responsibilities could be delegated 

to semi-third party actors to prevent corruption from affecting the process.  Speed of dispersal 

does matter in cases of disaster response, especially in light of the fact that some Pakistan radical 

Islamic groups have moved quickly to provide aid in these cases.  Some studies have indicated 

public resentment of the government generated by inadequate flood response which could erode 

overall support for the military’s campaign against the militants.27   

Another angle to consider for improving aid accountability is again along the lines of a 

third party concept.  One study (De Cordier 2008) offered the idea that Western-based Muslim 

organizations could act as an intermediary between the Pakistan Muslim populations and the 

establishment providing the aid.28  This idea might help both the accountability issue as well as 

the strategic communications effort.   A US/Western Muslim aid intermediary might offer value 

during the immediate future when public opinion still perceives US aid as tied to unpopular 

political agendas.  Larger organizations like Islamic Relief Worldwide already enjoy significant 

recognition within the international aid community.  “Western-based Muslim aid organizations 

will not replace Western and international organizations. Yet there is certainly ground for an 

expansion of their role because of the impact of the global political climate in the field, and 
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because of social realities on the ground that cannot always be effectively managed by dominant 

development approaches.”29 The Muslim intermediaries might also go a long way in getting a 

more trusted message across to the Pakistan public about US intentions with the aid.    

More Personal, Direct Interaction with Pakistani People  

The power of direct human interaction is irreplaceable.  Considering military-only 

efforts, increased direct exchanges (like Red Flag or in-country direct advisory efforts) may do 

more to sway opinions within the military than additional hardware assistance.  Non-military 

contact, however, will do more to sway the overall public opinion.  Despite security concerns, 

and even with the third party intermediary idea, US personnel should find a way to have more 

direct interaction with the Pakistani people and communities during aid projects and other 

venues versus simply interacting with the leaders.  This does not suggest an increase in US 

military presence, but rather a presence with a face other than military.  One idea for non-

military increased interaction includes journalist exchanges, which might also allow for furthered 

efforts with the Pakistan media to counter falsehoods and conspiracy theories about US policies 

and assistance.  Another idea could be bolstering the US-Pakistan sister cities programs as a way 

of getting to know each other: getting connected and staying connected.  According to the Sister 

Cities International website, the United States has only three sister cities in Pakistan (Hyderabad, 

Lahore, and Karachi) so there is much room for expansion in this venue especially to such a 

strategically important partner country.  Exchanges of Pakistani community infrastructure 

experts as well as youth to US sister cities and vice versa could go a long way in bolstering 

relationships. 

Embassy personnel should get out as much as possible among Pakistani people, join 

sports teams, and volunteer at schools.  Some US diplomats at the embassies and consulates 
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rarely venture outside the well-bunkered structures and do not have much interaction with 

mainstream Pakistan society.  This is complicated due to the current security situation, but not 

impossible.  Until the Pakistani people get to know the US people either through better 

diplomatic engagement, more intense media outreach, or with more direct interaction, the 

relationship will continue to be strained.   

  Conclusion 

This analysis has examined US aid to Pakistan and shown that it is indeed relevant to US 

national security objectives.  The aid programs seek to improve the security, prosperity, and 

capacity within Pakistan as well as to help improve relations between the two countries.  This 

report has also argued that Pakistan public opinion of the United States is significant in the 

overall effectiveness of the aid.  Aid to Pakistan, Pakistan public opinion of the United States, 

and fighting terrorism are closely linked and must work in concert to successfully progress 

towards the overall US security objectives.   

With some reform and refocus, aid can indeed have a favorable effect on public opinion 

toward the United States.  After reviewing studies related to US aid and public opinion, five 

main recommendations were made to improve the overall effectiveness of the aid program.  

These recommendations include high level diplomatic engagement to communicate partnership, 

strategic communications to the public to better frame US policies and aid intent, picking and 

prioritizing sustainable and meaningful aid projects, streamlining the aid process for better 

accountability, and more direct interaction with the Pakistani people during the aid programs and 

other instances.  The question of whether aid can positively influence Pakistan public opinion of 

the United States is inextricably linked with US policy, strategic communications, and 

diplomacy.  It can be accomplished.  It will take time, money, and patience.
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